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A b s t r a c t : Although young people in their everyday lives consume a bewildering array of pharmaceutical, 
dietary and cosmetic products to self-manage their bodies, moods and sexuality, these practices are 
generally overlooked by sexual and reproductive health programmes. Nevertheless, this self-management 
can involve significant (sexual) health risks. This article draws from the initial findings of the University 
of Amsterdam's ChemicalYouth project. Based on interviews with 142 youths, focus group discussions 
and participant observation in South Sulawesi, Indonesia, we found that young people - in the domain of 
sexual health - turn to pharmaceuticals and cosmetia to: (1) feel clean and attractive; (2) increase (sexual) 
stamina; (3) feel good and sexually confident; (4) counter sexual risks; and (5) for a gyoup of transgender 
youths, to feminize their male bodies. How youth achieve these desires varies depending on their income 
and the demands of their working lives. Interestingly, the use of pharmaceuticals and cosmetics was 
less gendered than expected. Sexual health programmes need to widen their definitions of risk, cooperate 
with harm reduction programmes to provide youth with accurate information, and tailor themselves 
to the diverse sexual health concerns of their target groups. ® 2 0 1 3 R e p r o d u c t i v e H e a l t h M a t t e r s 
K e y w o r d s : a d o l e s c e n t s a n d y o u n g p e o p l e , s e x u a l h e a l t h , s e l f - m a n a g e m e n t , s e x u a l p l e a s u r e , 
p h a r m a c e u t i c a l s , c o s m e t i c s , I n d o n e s i a 
T h e e v e r y d a y l i v e s o f y o u t h a r e a w a s h w i t h p h a r -
m a c e u t i c a l s , c o s m e t i c s , e n e r g y a n d n u t r i t i o n a l 
p r o d u c t s t o t ) o o s t s e x u a l p l e a s u r e , p e r f o r m a n c e , 
a p p e a r a n c e a n d h e a l t h . W h i l e y o u t h r o u t i n e l y 
u s e t h e s e p r o d u c t s t o s e l f - m a n a g e t h e i r b o d i e s 
a n d m o o d s , t h e s e p r a c t i c e s a r e g e n e r a l l y o v e r -
l o o k e d b y s e x u a l a n d r e p r o d u c t i v e h e a l t h p r o -
g r a m m e s t h a t a i m t o p r o t e c t a n d e n h a n c e y o u t h 
s e x u a l h e a l t h . 
Y o u t h c o n s u m e a b e w i l d e r i n g a r r a y o f c h e m i -
c a l p r o d u c t s t o g e n e r a t e t h e i r d e s i r e d g e n d e r e d 
s u b j e c t i v i t i e s - t o b e s e x y , a l l u r i n g w o m e n , o r 
s t r o n g , v i r i l e m e n . R e c r e a t i o n a l d r u g s , f o r e x a m -
p l e , a r e f u e l l i n g a n e w f o r m o f f e m i n i n i t y i n 
G r a n a d a , S p a i n , o n e w h i c h e m p h a s i z e s y o u n g 
w o m e n t a k i n g t h e i n i t i a t i v e i n s e x u a l e n c o u n t e r s . 
W h i l e t h e s e y o u n g w o m e n a r e a w a r e t h a t t h e i r 
s e x u a l d i s i n h i b i t i o n r i s k s u n w a n t e d p r e g n a n c y 
a n d s e x u a l l y t r a n s m i t t e d d i s e a s e , t h e y e x p e r i e n c e 
t h i s r i s k a s e m p o w e r i n g : " R i s k i n g i t i s l i k e a n 
a d r e n a l i n b o o s t . . . b y t a k i n g r i s k s i n m y l i f e , t 
a c h i e v e d l o a d s o f o t h e r t h i n g s . . . . " H a l l w a y 
a r o u n d t h e w o r l d , y o u n g w o m e n i n Y o g y a k a r t a , 
I n d o n e s i a , u s e l i m e s t o n e a n d h e r b a l s u b s t a n c e s 
( k n o w n l o c a l l y a s jamu) i n t r a - v a g i n a l l y t o a c h i e v e 
peret ( t i g h t n e s s ) t o i n c r e a s e f r i c t i o n d u r i n g i n t e r -
c o u r s e . - T h e y b u y t h e s e p r o d u c t s d i s c r e t e l y i n 
i n f o r m a l s t o r e s a n d m a r k e t s t a l l s w h e r e p r i v a c y 
i s g u a r a n t e e d . 
T h e u s e o f a m p h e t a m i n e s a n d t h e o f f - l a b e l u s e 
o f p s y c h o a c t i v e p r e s c r i p t i o n d r u g s a r e a r i s i n g 
t r e n d a m o n g y o u t h i n m a n y p a r t s o f t h e w o r l d . 
S t u d i e s i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s h a v e s h o w n t h a t d r u g s 
s u c h a s m e t h y l p h e n i d a t e ( R i t a l i n ) a r e w i d e l y u s e d 
b y u n i v e r s i t y s t u d e n t s t o a i d c o n c e n t r a t i o n . A 
s t u d y o n m e t h a m p h e t a m i n e i n i t i a t i o n a m o n g s t u -
d e n t s i n C h i a n g M a i , T h a i l a n d , f o u n d t h a t t h e 
d r u g s w e r e s e e n a s a p a n a c e a f o r t i r e d n e s s , e m o -
t i o n a l v o l a t i l i t y , a n d b e i n g o v e r w e i g h t . " A y o u n g 
T h a i c o n s t r u c t i o n w o r k e r r e p o r t s : " I f e l t I c o u l d 
w o r k m o r e a n d e a r n m o r e a s w e l l . , . , w h e n w e 
t o o k yaba [ c r a z y d r u g s ] w e b e c a m e d i l i g e n t , w e 
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